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NONE LIKE BAHUBALI OF SRAVANABELAGOLA

J. MANUEL

Jainism, one of the oldest religions of the sub continent, has
been active in creating art and architectural splendours
through-out the country during the past millenniums.
According to Jaina tenets the ages are marked by ascending
and descending half cycles, with each half cycle going back
to inconceivably large span of time. The present age is part of
ascending half cycle having set of 24 Tirthankaras, as in the
past Though, due to the great antiquity of the fradition,
material concurrences may not be available for the earlier
Tirthankaras, but Parshvanath and Mahavira are widely
acknowledged as historical personages on account of
concurrences with historic geographic settings. Fortunately,
evidence of art as seen in some figures and seals obtained
from major Harappan sites has shown that the time span of
the Tirthankaras could be stretched back to at least 2000
years before the advent of Mahavira. Small free and erect
standing terracotta male figures of Harappan times are not
unlike the much later images in stone continuing even to the
present times. These figures are shown standing erect with
arms straight down; having half closed eyes, without any
attachment to things material, and oblivious of the world
around. Such is the rigorous penance envisaged in Jainism
for achieving emancipation from the cycle of birth and death.
Bahubali, was not only mere namesake strong of
arms but very much so in actual life. The tradition says that
Adinath(Rishabnath) the first Tirthankara of this age before
embarking on his spiritual quest bequeathed his empire
between his two sons, Bharata and Bahubali. Bharata,
spurred by his ambition to become the paramount emperor of
the world asked Bahubali to accept his suzerainty. Bahubali
refused to do so, whereupon a battle between the two
kingdoms became imminent. Wiser counsel prevailed over
them and the two decided to engage in direct combat. In the

wrestling boutand other competitions, Bahubah emerged the

clear winner. Enraged at this, Bharata commanded his
chakra (a divine wheel) to attack Bahubali, which on the
contrary paid obeisance to the latter and became passive. In
this moment of glory, Bahubali, instead, saw the other side of
the material world. He was disgusted that pride and greed
could even lead to fratricidal conflicts. At that very moment he
renounced his kingdom and all worldly possessions. He
decided to take sanyasa and undertake meditation and
purification of his soul. Bahubali stood without food and water
meditating continuously for one year, so much so that ant hill
developed around him and creepers encircled his arms.
Snakes used to emerge from the ant hill and crawl over his
body, but he stocod absorbed in meditation. His rigorous
penance bore fruit as he achieved the state of ommsmenﬁ_e
(kevalya).

Though the legend of Bahubali is set in a backdrop
enveloped in the mist of time, one comes to know about the
increasing following he had from about the middle of first
millennium AD. Presently, the earliest known image of
Bahubali, is believed to be not later than 4" century AD. This
early image, made of bronze is shown standing on a large
pedestal, although has creepers entwining the body but in
this early image the ant hill has not been portrayed In
Karnataka, the earliest known images are dated to early 7"
century AD and are carved out in relief in caves of Badami
and Aihole. These with many other later ones in the region set
the conceptual stage for the carving out of the huge Bahubali
of Sravanabelagola. Though Sravanabelagola, was thriving
even earlier; according to traditional claims, this sacred place
has been associated with srutkevali Bhadrabahu who is
reputed to have come here in 3" century BC along with
Chandragupta Maurya, the first emperor of Mauryan
dynasty, who after abdicating the throne had become a
Jaina. There are many hundred mscrlptaons carved on the



two hills of Sravanabelagola: Chandragiri and VYmdhyagiri,
datable from 6™ to 19" century AD, showing the continuation
ofthe site as an active pilgrimage centre. An inscription dated
to about 600 AD - and several others that followed- associate
Bhadrabahu and Chandragupta; the latter, lived on the
Chandragiri hill, and as per the Jaina beliefs forsook his soul
by undergoing saflekhana. On the Chandragiri hill the
Bhadrabahu cave has a lustrous relief of the foot print of
Bhadrabahu, the last of the srutkevalis. There is an array of
images in stone, though later, depicts the migration of
Bhadrabahu and Chandragupta to the south. Some
scholars, however, are averse to believe and opine that the
inscription of much later date mentioning the Mauryan
eﬁperor migrating to a then obscure place like
Sravanabelagola, should be taken with circumspection.
However, like the Aihole Jaina inscription of Ravikriti dated to
634 -35 AD, which menticns about the years after the
Mahabharata, now 5119 vears (Yugabd), is believed to be
true, similar inscriptions, that too, after lesser passage of
time should be believed with greater ease.

The earliest and the tallest among the free standing
colossus- the one and the only one- stands on top of the over
140 m tall Vindhyagiri hill at Sravanabelagola, located about
140 km from Bangalore. This image was carved out in the
round from a tall granitic tor looming large on the hill Whether
it Is serendipity or exhaustive survey which led to the site
selection endowed with homogeneous fine grained textured
rock of such gigantic size without any flaw or fracture is a
question that remains unanswered. The Bahubaliimage is a
stupendous 58 feet high, which unless seen could be
visualised by the fact that the head of the colossus is about 8
feet high Baring the rear and the flanks below the thighs -

portrayed as ant hill- the
image is carved completely
in the round. The creepers
seen over the ant hill
emerge from between the
. thighs and entwine the
. arms up to the shoulder.
The broad shoulders,
muscular arms dangling
free away from the chest
and the well-proportioned
physique, all gives a
majestic appearance to the
body. Interestingly, the rear
is also as painstakingly
carved out as the front.
~ Though material
appearances are, in Jaina
sculptural traditions not the
crux of the religion, as the
essence, of total
renunciation by a kevalin is
conveyed by the nudity of
the figure. The grand
master artisans have even
successfully managed the
sublime composition of such a large face with sharp and
sensitive nose and half closed meditative eyes. The slightly
projected chin and pouted lips with a benign smile all show a
charming serene face so typical of divine entities. This
colossus, carved out in the round, in the later part of 10"
century AD is by far the greatest achievement of the Ganga
dynasty unequalled by any other later ones, including those
as at Karkala, 42 feet carved outin 1432 AD and that of Venur
38 feet dated to the year 1604 AD. ATirthankara image along
the cliffs of the Gwalior fort inches up close {o Bahubali of
Sravanabelagola having a height of 57 feet, but is a relief
image. In fact, scholars opine, nothing grander or more
imposing exists anywhere cut of Egypt and, even there, most
of them are attached to the mother rock. The great Buddhas
on the faces of the cliffs of Bamian in Afghanistan are at best
reliefs,’ while the Bahubali image is in round for most of its
height above the knees

The Bahubali image, temples and historical
monuments on the two hills Vindhyagiri and Chandragiri, and
the beautiful tank ensconced between, are a visual treat and
awe inspiring even for those who are not religiously inclined:;
worth one full day visit from Bangalore. True to its grandeur,
Bahubali of Sravanabelagola was voted, a decade back, as
the first of the Seven Weonders of India, by readers of a
reputed national daily. Keeping up the unbroken tradition of
anointing the image of Bahubali every 12" year fromearly 11"
century AD onwards, spectacular ceremonies are to be held
this year between 17" to 25" February. Lakhs of visitors are
expected to reach the place from around the world to witness
the Mahamastakabhisheka and a proud achievement of the

nation, over thousand years ago. ** *



Gommateshwar Bhagwan Bahubali Mahamastakabhisheka-2018

As the year 2018 beckons, curtain goes up on the
serencly majestic spectacle of the Mahamaslakabhisheka of
18-metre - tall stature of Lord Bahubali at Shravanabclagola in
Karnataka. Tens of thousands of devotees from all over India
and abroad are expected to converge on this ancient pilgrim
Centre for the celebration. The gathering will include very
eminent persons from all walks of life- diplomats, scholars,
spiritual leaders, professionals, Ofllcials, businessmen and so
on.

Moulded in colossal calm with a delicate soft smile of
benevolence, Bahubali, set in a solid, granite statue in the heart
of Southern India, has been showering his benediction and
message of peace and non- violence for over a thousand years.

Shravanabelagola nestles between the twin hillocks of
Chandragiri and Vindhyagiri, its scenic beauty enhanced by
the shimmering waters of a lake in the foreground from which
the place derives its name.

'Shravana' is a variant of 'Shramana' meaning a lain
ascetic. 'Belagola' in Kannada means a lustrous lake. It is not
only a holy place for the jains, but also a national treasure - it
abounds with shrines and temples of remarkable beauty
bearing testimony to ancient and medieval India's splendor in
sculpture and architecture. By 4" Century B. C. it was already
famous as a sacred place - that is why. the sage Bhadrabahu,

- Swaraj Jain

migrated in 290 B. C,, ﬁom the Nnrth to this distant place in
the south, with 12,000 followers, because Northern India was
then ravaged by a severe famine. His royal disciple, the
Maurya Emperor Chandragupta, gave up his throne and joined
him there.

Tradition associates it with Adinath Rishabhdeo, the
first Tirthankar, and his sons, Bharat and Bahubali. The Jaigs
worship 24 Tirthankaras, the spiritual leaders, who showed the
path to salvation. Though Bahubali is not in the galaxy of
Tirhthankaras, he has always got the highest respect and is
glorified so much that the largest statues are dedicated to him.
Bahubali, for them, is such a siddha- the Soul who attained
Nirvana before his father, their first Tirthankara, Adinath
Rishabadeo. Known as the tallest, the bravest and the most
handsome prince, in fact, the first Kamadeva in lain tradition,
he rose above violence and greed at the precise moment of his
victory over his own brother, Bharat, after whom our country
is known as Bharat It was a unique combat. To avoid
bloodshed and violence on both sides, the brothers decided to
settle the Issue by non- violent duels like Drishti Yuddha (sight
due), Jala‘l uddha (Water duel) and Malla Yuddha (wrestling);
thus, giving the world, the first message of Disarmament
Vanquishing his anger and pride, Bahubali sacrificed the royal
pomp and glory, chose the path of peace and Nirvana and
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embraced the life of mendicancy and penance.

The carving and consecrations of the Bahubali statue is
ascribed to the great Chamundrai who was Commander in -
Chief as well as Prime Minister of the Ganga King Rachmall
during late 10"" century A. D. Chamundrai entrusted the task of
chiseling the statue out ofgranite rock to the most skilful
sculptor of the land under the guidance of Arishtancmi.
Chamundrai agreed to pay wages ol the sculptor in the form
gold of the same weight as the stones and dust of the scooping
that fell in the process of chiseling of Gommateshwar statue.
Tradition says that when the first load of gold was taken by the
sculptor in all pride and jubilation, to be given to his mother,
his hands got stuck with the lumps of gold which would not
scparate. Sceing the agony of her son, his mother consulted
Acharya Nemichandra and as advised, went back to her son
and told him: “Cast away your greed of gold and your pride.
Don't you realize that one son. Chamundrai, is getting rid of
spold for the sake of his mother's wish to have the statue of
Bahubali carved in a big hillock and here, you, my son, are
making a gain. [t is this greed that has in the shape of gold,
chung, clung to your seul.

You are thinking of sculpting a stone- statue and not of
carving Bahubali's banning face, though you have before you
the example of the devotion of great Chamundrai”. Tears came
trickling down the cheeks of Arishtanemi in repentance and his
hands were instantancously freed and so was his greed for
gold, He thereafter, began secing Bahubali's beatitude
cmerging out of his hammer and chisel. And thus the statuc
emerged out of a single rock [rom top downwards on the
pinnacle of Vindhyagiri - to fulfil the pious desire of
Chamundrai's Mother. "Nothing grander or more imposing
exists anywhere than the statue of Bahubali”, said Ferguson, a
Western scholar, jawahar Lai Nehru, when he first saw the
statuc, was spell - bound by its majestic charm.

Since Chamundrai' childhood name was Gommat,
[iﬁmbali is also called the Ishwar of Gommat:
Gommateshwar. However, incident during the consecration off
Bahubali statue show not only how his pride was humbled by a
poor old woman, but also depict the eminence accorded to the
status of women and the high regard given to the lowliest of
women in Jain socicty. Chamundrai, filled with pride of
achievement, set out on Sunday, the 13" March 1981 A. D.,
with great pomp and show to perform Mahamastakabhisheka
of the statue. Erecting a platform around it, Chamundrat,
having collected coconut milk and the five nectars, performed
anointing of the statue four times. But the anomting liquids
would not descend lower than the navel. Greatly distressed, he
besought all priests there to perform the anointing. Still the
liquid would not go below the navel. At that moment, as the
legend gocs, gullikayaj ji, and old woman presented herself
with a little milk in the shell of half of a white Gullikayi fruit
and entreated. “Let my faith be wried and let me anoint the
statue with the milk I have brought.” Many derided her, but

Acharya Nemichandra advised Chamundrati to invite her. Bent
with age, the neglected old woman came forward to complete
the Abhisheka and as that humble devotee of Bahubali pourcd
all the milk that could be contained in the small Gullikayi shell,
it instantly ran down the image, reached the fect of the statue
and covered the hill around. There are many such legends
about the statue which make it so popular with the masses.

Mahamastakabhisheka 2018 being celebrated from 17"
to 25" February 2018 evokes great enthusiasm and joy. People
from all walks of lifc expectantly await the signal to herald the
ceremonies. At the auspicious time, meticulously fixed, the
Mahamastakabhisheka commences amidst scriptural
incantations. Conches arc blown, and cymbals and trumpets
sound signifying the ceremonial start of the grand libation. As
incantations interspersed with devotional notes and array of
bands and a choir of piped music rise to a crescendo, the first
few devotees position themselves on the high - rise
scaffolding... Greeted by ecstatic exclamations of "jal
Bahubali - jai Gommatesha" from the swelling sea of devotees
they shower consccrated water on the towering Bahubali. An
ambience of sanctity descend on the vast asscmblage
crowding the 500 feet high Vindhyagiri. Multitudes perched
on the Chandragiri Peak situated opposite at a lower height and
other at vantage points, near and far, expected to watch the rare
spectacle - for many, once-in-a-lifetime.

In the sccond stage, the statue would be bathed with
hundreds of liters of milk, sugarcane juice and pastes of
saffron and sandal wood, besides a prescribed varicty of herbal
lotions of therapeutic and preservative value. Then follows a
torrent of powders of coconut turmeric, saffron, Vermillion
and sandalwood, would rain on the divine tigure. The cascade
of colors could present a dazzling aura of a [ascinating
rainbow-effect, playing on the contemplative countenance of
the Saint - extraordinary, wreathed in a serene smile. Precious
offerings of gems, gold and silver petals and coins are
showered, as symbolic of reverential homage.

Mahamastakabhisheka is indeed the most thrilling act
of worship seen anywhere. That perhaps, 1s the reason why
large numbers of foreign tourists and visitors besides
thousands of Indians, love to be present at Shravanbelgola
when the spectacular Mahamastakabhisheka is joyously held.

The lite history of Bahubali and his great statue signify
to the world certain ethical and spiritual values. Bharat's
ambitions for power and violation of norms of combat almost
amounting to an attempt on the life of his younger brother,
were met by Bahubali with forgiveness, restraint, detachment,
renunciation and a resolution to cmbrace asceticism.
Retaining egoistic attitude, even in a small degree, was a
hindrance to the perfect purification and complcte
enlightenment of Bahubali's soul. Bharat's bowing down at the
feet of Bahubali ultimately confirms the cternal Indian belief
of victory of the good over the evil,
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